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Abstract
Our study presents an on-going project on corpus linguistics held at the University of Cádiz (UCA) which tries to identify 
discourse proficiency of B1, B2 and C1 CEFR levels in the CLEC (CEFR-Labeled English Corpus) with a corpus-based 
quantitative and qualitative approach. The CLEC is a corpus of CEFR-labeled texts developed using CEFR-labeled teaching 
materials. The softwares AntConc, TagAnt and USAS have been used to analyze data.
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1. Introduction
The CLEC corpus is made up of more than 100000 words of CEFR-labeled 2L English texts built up at the UCA 
for NLP applications. As a linguistic resource it has been formed to train statistical models for automatic proficiency 
assessment following a similar approach carried out for linguistic profiling of texts in Italian by Montemagni (2013) 
and Dell’Orletta et al. (2013). In this work we analyze from B1 to C1 sub-corpus of CLEC and try to give a picture 
of some of the linguistic features that discriminate between levels and represent cohesion and discourse proficiency. 
To examine linguistic data we have tested our corpus with the softwares AntConc, a freeware concordance program, 
the POS TagAnt tagger, and the semantic tagger USAS. 
When referring to proficiency scales of discourse competence, the Council of Europe ranges from mentioning the 
use of a variety of linking words to the appropriate or controlled use of organizational patterns, connectors and 
cohesive devices (p.125). Our questions are: Can cohesion be described in terms of lexical choices or syntactic 
complexity? Is cohesion accomplished in 2L English materials? Following Carlsen’s (2010) study on some linking 
words through CEFR levels, as well as Blakemore’s (2002) suggestion on the need to provide qualitative studies on 
the use of connectives, we have tried to answer the questions posed above. 
In this sense, and within Halliday’s (2013) framework, we have studied how the different lexicogrammatical 
cohesive devices are present in CLEC. Firstly, we have analyzed the use of conjunctions in the B1, B2 and C1 
levels. Secondly, we have studied ellipsis and substitution in the three levels too, paying attention to how cohesion is 
achieved through lexical choice, within the trend of the English Profile Programme and its goal to identify criterial 
features that discriminate among levels (Hendriks, 2008). Finally, we make some conclusions on the text cohesive 
features and discourse devices of teaching materials. This study is corpus-based and is supported by quantitative and 
qualitative criteria. 
2. Linguistic framework
Cohesion as described by Halliday and Hasan (1976: 4-5) is a semantic concept and part of the system of a 
language. It is defined by Thompson (2014: 147) as the linguistic device: “by which the speaker can signal the 
experiential and interpersonal coherence of the text, and is thus a textual phenomenon”.
According to Halliday (2013: 609), there are four main categories of cohesive devices in English: conjunction, 
reference, ellipsis (and substitution) and lexical organization. 
Conjunctions, as stated by Thompson (2014: 225), “refer broadly to the combining of any two textual elements 
into a potentially coherent complex semantic unit”. They are textual elements used to link whole clauses, whole 
messages, and they are generally classified into linking and binding depending on whether they are used 
paratactically or hypotactically. Halliday (2013: 609) fully describes the cohesive system of conjunctions 
considering it as a complementary device for creating and interpreting a text. He categorizes them taking into 
account their type of relation: elaborating, extending or enhancing. 
Variants of the same device are ellipsis and substitution. They are used to create coherence by means of leaving 
out those units which are presupposed from context or by using a substitute to avoid repetition. It concerns not only 
items (nominal groups or verbal groups) but also clauses.
Finally, lexical cohesion (Bloor, 2004) is concerned with the use of lexical elements in discourse, so they are 
independent of structure. They are associated in meaning to other elements previously mentioned. Different types are 
traditionally distinguished: repetition, synonymy, and hyponymy, as well as, meronymy and collocation. 
3. Cohesion in the CLEC
We have divided our research in two main areas: firstly, we have started by analyzing conjunctions and, in a 
second phase, ellipsis (and substitution) and lexical cohesion.
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3.1. Conjunctions: a quantitative study
The criteria used for choosing the conjunctions have been subjective including one or more types of the same 
conjunction class described in Halliday (2013) and considering examples of both oral and written English. The 
conjunctions under study are represented in table 1 below. As it shows, the adversative conjunction ‘but’ is the most 
frequent one, followed by the spatio-temporal and causal-conditional ‘then’ and by a set of three or four 
conjunctions of different types such as ‘actually’ and ‘anyway’ (clarifying), ‘yet’ and ‘however’ (adversative), 
‘instead’ (varying), ‘finally’ (spatio-temporal) or ‘therefore’ (causal), that vary from one level to another. 
     Table 1. Number of hits of the conjunctions analyzed in B1, B2 and C1 levels of CLEC.
CEFR levels B1 B2 C1
but 375 319 392
then 93 95 155
yet 45 11 10
however 17 9 17
actually 24 66 87
finally 16 4 11
anyway 15 41 24
instead 10 5 8
at least 9 12 11
for example 4 23 50
I mean 3 20 75
therefore 2 2 10
for instance 2 0 2
furthermore 1 0 0
moreover 1 0 0
at that time 1 1 2
on the other hand 1 1 2
in other words 0 0 6
apart from that 0 2 1
or rather 0 1 0
by the way 0 5 1
In particular 0 1 4
as I was saying 0 0 0
In short 0 0 0
According to these figures, it seems that appositive conjunctions ‘I mean’, ‘in other words’ increase their use 
gradually from B1 to C1 as clarifying conjunctions such as ‘actually’ or ‘in particular’ do too. Both groups are 
examples of elaborating relations, either by apposition, where some element is re-presented (‘I mean’, ‘for 
example’, ‘in other words’) or by clarification, where the elaborated element is summarized or made more precise 
(‘actually’, ‘in particular’). The increase of these conjunctions is reasonable if we consider level C1 a level of 
proficiency where 2L learners have more resources to explain ideas or thoughts.
195 Mª Ángeles Zarco Tejada et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  212 ( 2015 )  192 – 197 
Nevertheless, practical conclusions from the point of view of improving teaching materials should be drawn 
when comparing our results with a study on the British National Corpus (BNC). Table 2 shows the number of hits of 
some conjunctions in the BNC and a comparison to the B1 level in the CLEC applying the log-likelihood (LL) test. 
     Table 2. LL test between BNC and CLEC for the most frequent conjunctions.
Rank Conjunctions BCN (words: 
98313429):
number of hits
Comparison of 
CLEC (B1 level) 
and BNC 
frequencies: Log-
likelihood test
Rank 1 Then 154524 2
Rank 2 However 59674 27.35
Rank 3 Yet 33862
Rank 4 Actually 25413
Rank 5 I mean 24223 22.08
Rank 6 For example 23732 17.98
Rank 7 Therefore 22973 24.34
Rank 8 Instead 14230 0.22
Rank 9 Finally 12543
LL figures for ‘however’, ‘I mean’, ‘for example’ and ‘therefore’ indicate that the difference in frequency is 
manifestly significant, the number of hits in B1 being rather scarce.
A similar remark could be made on the almost absence of certain conjunctions for all levels with figures below 2, 
as table 1 displays. 
3.2. Ellipsis (and substitution) and lexical cohesion: a qualitative study
Two different analysis have been carried out, the study of ‘so’ and ‘ones’ and hyponym-hyperonym paradigmatic 
examples of lexical cohesion.
‘So’ is mainly used as a sentence connector or emphatic (B1: 383 hits out of 79923 words; B2: 308 hits out of 
48088 words; C1: 473 hits out of 64699 words). Among these, the conclusions on the examples of ‘so’ used as 
substituting element indicate that differences in language proficiency are not represented by an increase of the times 
certain expressions are used, but of the wider range of more complex syntactic structures where ‘so’ plays its part:
B1: 22 hits
x Substitute of part of the clause in post-verbal position: I think so (12); I suppose so (3); I hope so (1); I 
believe so (1); do so (1).
x Substitute of part of the clause in initial position: so is a… (1), so am I (1).
B2: 25 hits
x Substitute of part of the clause in post-verbal position: I think so (8); I hope so (4); you said so (1); I 
suppose so (1); I feel so (1); I bet you so (1).
x Substitute of part of the clause in initial position: So it seems (1); so they thought (1); so you said (1); so 
it is (1); so do I (1); so have I (1); so will your mother (1).
x Substitute of the nominal group: an hour or so (1).
x Fixed expressions: and so on (2).
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C1: 38
x Clause substitute:  How so? (1); if so (1); apparently so (1).
x Substitute of part of the clause in post-verbal position: I think so (6); do so (2); become so (1); it’s just 
so (1); if you say so (1).
x Substitute of part of the clause in initial position: so to speak (1).
x Substitute of the nominal group: so called (1); years or so (1); minutes or so (1); hundred or so (1). 
x Fixed expressions: so on (12); so forth (1).
‘So’ initial position or clause substitute are found in texts or dialogues of higher levels. 
Coming across with concordances of the word ‘one’ searched as the regular expression ‘the one’, results were not 
very different from one another. The most remarkable difference lies in the fact that more complex syntactic 
structures were found in higher levels of proficiency. If these results are not illuminating enough, the output on the 
plural generalized pronoun ‘ones’ seems to be rather different. Besides the different number of hits, B1: 1, B2: 6, 
C1: 14, the texts analyzed show how the substitutive pronoun was used within larger, more complex sentences and 
in  longer distance structures among the nominal substitute and the Thing being replaced. In fact, in B2, but mainly 
in C1, there are texts where the nominal substitute refers to a nominal group of not only a different sentence but 
uttered by the other speaker in the speech act. 
Finally, our study shows some results on how lexical cohesion is accomplished with learning exercises of lexical 
substitution, in particular some hyperonym-hyponym nominal relations. To do so, firstly we have tagged B1, B2 and 
C1 texts with the POS-tagger TagAnt in order to exclude all non-substantive realizations of the words selected. 
After that, we have searched for the word ‘food’ with AntConc with the following results: B1: 58 hits; B2: 30 hits 
and C1: 29 hits. Some of these texts have been tagged with USAS to have a look at semantic labels. As an example, 
one of the semantically tagged B1 texts shows the words ‘breakfast’, ‘soup’, ‘food’, ‘bread’, ‘tomatoes’, ‘ham’, 
‘melon’ tagged F1(food), and the word ‘things’ tagged O2 (objects generally). Cohesion is achieved in this case 
with substitution of any of the words tagged F1 with the hyperonym ‘thing’. Similar examples are found in texts of 
the B2 level. The word ‘stuff’ tagged O1 O2 (substances and materials generally and objects generally) is replaced 
with hyponym examples such as ‘sushi’ or ‘rice’, tagged F1 (food), or the hyperonym ‘thing’ is used again tagged 
O2 (objects generally) and X4.1 (Mental object: conceptual object). Substitution and ellipsis are found in C1 texts 
too. There are examples of ‘cuisine’ used as hyperonym of ‘Thai food’ or ‘Italian’, all being tagged F1 (food). In 
other examples the words ‘fat’ tagged O1 (substances and materials generally) or ‘salt’, tagged O1.1 (substances and 
materials generally: solid) are replaced by ‘stuff’ tagged O1 O2 (substances and materials generally, objects 
generally). The word ‘stuff’ has been used as hyperonym of an ever-more wider set of semantic fields as the level of 
linguistic proficiency raises. The discriminate feature, though, is not the number of hits of the word ‘stuff’, but the 
use of terms hierarchically organized that make up the set of words within a semantic field. In the C1 example 
‘cuisine’ is substituted by ‘vegetarian’ and ‘Thai’ or ‘Italian’ with ‘stuff’. As Dell’Orletta et al. point out “… 
discourse cohesion and coherence play an important part in determining text reading difficulties” (2011: 74-75). 
Hence, this kind of vocabulary resources is more appropriate on higher levels. 
4. Conclusions
In this paper we report the results obtained from a quantitative and qualitative study of the CLEC corpus since we 
wanted to have a look at how cohesion is achieved in the teaching materials our students work with.
Our results reflect some predictions stated by the CEFR since the range of conjunctions used as cohesive devices 
is greater in higher levels of proficiency, although our figures are in line with Carlsen’s (2010) observation that low-
frequency conjunctions are used more frequently in higher levels of proficiency (C1) than in the lower one (B1).
The figures shown in tables 1 and 2 indicate the need to increase the number of grammatical exercises, reading 
texts or listening exercises with the use and practice of conjunctions.
The analysis made on the ‘food’ topic points out how lexical substitution is present in 2L texts as a means of 
cohesion and how it is richer in terms of hyponym-hyperonym relations in higher levels. However, as a main 
consideration, the level of terminological proficiency shown in texts should be increased since examples of lexical 
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substitution seem to be poor. In this sense, a further direction of research includes a deeper study of the hierarchical 
organization of vocabulary, establishing hyperonym-hyponym relations ontology-driven. 
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